INTRODUCTION
The public-private borderline in education is a disputed issue. Education is a mixed good, i.e. a public as well as a private good, with overlapping, but also conflicting, private and public benefits, which involves two sets of rights -those of the family and those of society -both legitimate but not completely compatible (Levin, 2000; Gutmann, 2003) . For a long time it was assumed that education was (and should be) a public responsibility. Yet over the past few decades, considering market mechanisms in education has become increasingly relevant.
Choice and competition are now buzzwords in public discourse on education. It is often argued that, in order to achieve a better education, "freedom of choice" and more competition among schools are needed, that some redirection of public support towards a voucher system and/or the development of contractual "independent schools" is desirable. have also embraced the idea of introducing market mechanisms into education. "Third way"
social-democrats such as Julian Le Grand have contributed to give a boost (and political respectability) to Friedman's (1955) earlier -and at the time somewhat eccentric idea of treating schooling as a commodity -with their advocacy of the idea of education as a "quasimarket" (Le Grand and Bartlett, 1993; Le Grand, 2011a , 2011b ).
School choice is now a respected idea, both in the public arena and in academia (see, as examples, Belfield and Levin, 2002; Berends, M. et al., 2009; Hirsch, 2002; Levin, 2000; Lubienski, 2009; Musset, 2012; Wolfe, 2003) . However, it also remains a highly controversial issue. Wolfe (2003, p. 1) states: "Because it is so controversial an idea, school choice has generated an impassioned debate. (…) Scholars on different sides of the issue challenge one another's methodologies, findings, and, alas, motives". In turn, Levin and Belfield (2004, p. 3, original emphasis), in a study focused on education vouchers, declares:
Increasingly it has become apparent that the search for evidence on the educational effectiveness of vouchers is a charade that will not settle the debate. Although different political groups and their organizational representatives search for evidence that supports their positions, they oppose or favor vouchers largely on the basis of their ideologies rather than evidence of effectiveness.
Henry Levin and Clive Belfield, two economists, have been important contributors to the debate on school choice (Levin, 2000 and 2009; Belfield and Levin, 2002; Levin and Belfield, 2004) . According to them, we face "a clear imperative for research which meets high methodological standards and which can be replicated by others" (Levin and Belfield, 2004, p. 22, emphasis added) . Although acknowledging (and regretting) the paramount importance of ideology and value judgements, they still believe in the possibility of uncovering the consequences of different policy proposals and, to a certain extent, "using evidence to rebut ideology" (p. 19). 3 Thus they put forward a "comprehensive" analytical framework that would contribute to evaluate those proposals and put more weight on "evidence of effectiveness" than on ideology. This is based on the presumption that "there is still some audience whom evidence will sway, even given a strong set of prior values" (ibid.).
As I will argue, the search for empirical evidence will not settle the controversy. This is so, in my view, because the controversy on school choice is based on deeply rooted differences in beliefs not only regarding the purposes of education, but about how choice and competition condition the goals that individuals and society will be able to attain.
A more fruitful approach -and rather more illuminating, I believe -is precisely to discuss the purposes of education and how the means chosen condition the goals that individuals and society will be able to achieve. The conventionally assumed means-ends dichotomy must be rejected. Instead of looking at the adequacy of means to given ends, as economists tend to do, ends must also be a central focus of analysis.
This paper is a contribution to such a philosophical/methodological switch. A conceptual discussion of choice and competition and their implications should be pursued. I hope it will significantly highlight the issues at stake. The argument goes as follows. First, I
will present what, following Levin and Belfield (2004) , can be labelled an "economic model of educational policy". Any strategy intended to settle the controversy based on this model will be shown to be doomed to failure. In the following section, I will go into the discussion of the concepts of choice and competition in education. In its purity Friedman's views on the role of government in education are illuminating. I will therefore start by presenting them; then they will be questioned. My aim is to show that two issues are central for an understanding of what is at stake in this controversy on school choice: first, what is really choice about? (let us call this the "freedom" issue); second, what is the real nature of education -is it really a commodity, as Friedman and many others claim? (I call this the "commodity" issue). As we will see, Friedman's views rely on a narrow understanding of freedom and they pre-suppose a disputable understanding of the nature of education. Some final remarks will conclude the paper.
THE ECONOMISTS' STRATEGY AND THE PLEA FOR MORE

RESEARCH-BASED EVIDENCE
Economists have for a long time been an important part of the debate on school choice and the introduction of market mechanisms in education. Their contribution to the redefinition of the public-private borderline in education is usually framed under some version of what may be called an "economic model of educational policy".
According to Viteritti (2003) two generations of models may now be distinguished. A "first generation" was focused on the economic goal of market efficiency. A "second generation" focused instead on "improving educational opportunities for underserved communities" (p. 13).
In turn, Levin and Belfield, in various works, have put forward a "comprehensive" analytical framework (see, for example, Levin and Belfield, 2004) , to be distinguished from what I call the "basic" economic model of educational policy (a "first generation" model).
This "basic" model, they state:
is premised on the view that there is a common set of educational goals on which there is substantial consensus. The challenge is to determine the most efficient way of reaching those goals for any given level of resources. Most of the debate over educational vouchers has been embedded in this framework. (Levin and Belfield, 2004, p. 1) Two ideas are central in this "basic" model: the presumption of "a common set of educational goals" and the search for efficiency in allocating available resources as the single concern of economists. None is particularly accurate. No common set of educational goals seems to exist -this is one of the reasons why the controversy on school choice does not die down -and efficiency is far from being an uncontroversial "one size fits all" criterion for assessing the desirability of an educational policy.
Levin and Belfield's "comprehensive" approach, by contrast, enlarges the criteria of evaluation to include four major goals of educational policies -freedom of choice, productive efficiency, equity and social cohesion -and three dimensions of policy design -finance, regulation and support services (e.g. transport, information and technical assistance).
In a discussion on vouchers, Levin (2000, p. 16) will be resolved by a spirited search for empirical evidence on some of these dimensions may be severely disappointed. Much of the support for or opposition to educational vouchers is premised on ideology and values rather than evidence. (Levin, 2000, p. 20) Elsewhere, Levin and Belfield (2004, p. 21-22) state:
The engine of ideology in motivating views towards educational vouchers is particularly frustrating to social scientists who believe that their role in uncovering evidence on consequences should be central to the choice of educational reform. (…) Even the types of evidence that might be crucial to a particular audience are highly contested in terms of their importance. (…) Finally, the evidence base on which to make public policy decisions is not clear: at best it is very limited in scope with only modest differences between voucher and existing systems in effects on student achievement. The rise of ideology is therefore disappointing, but not surprising.
The relevant issue then becomes: why are things the way they are? Why should evidence be so contested? Or, to use Levin and Belfield's (2004) words, why should ideology trump evidence?
The following statement by Amy Gutmann is certainly a very powerful insight:
Were citizens to agree on what consequences count (and how much to count them), it would be very difficult to predict the consequences of a thoroughgoing voucher plan versus an improved public school system. But we do not agree, nor is it likely that we shall ever agree (…). On consequentialist grounds, the question of whether to institute a constrained voucher plan or to improve public schools by decentralization coupled with other similarly far-reaching reforms is inherently indeterminate. (Gutmann, 1999, p. 67, emphasis added) That is, against Levin and Belfield's willingness, "evidence of effectiveness", relevant and valuable as it might be, is useless to settle the controversy on school choice.
WHAT TO DO?
The desirability or otherwise of adopting market mechanisms in education is, first of all, a philosophical/ethical issue on the purposes of education, on the priority given to the private versus the public benefits of education and one on how the means chosen condition the kind of goals that individuals and society will be able to achieve.
"Freedom of choice" and "competition" -the two buzzwords in the current discourse on school choice -are somewhat nebulous concepts. They conceal more than they say. The Thus, in the remainder of this text I will undertake a conceptual discussion of "choice"
and "competition". My argument will be that:
The neoliberal (libertarian) view of "freedom of choice" in education is partial and i.
incomplete. It focuses mainly on the "procedural aspect" of freedom (leaving positive freedom and the "opportunity to achieve" aspect of freedom, as these concepts are understood by Amartya Sen, largely unaddressed) and on "exit" considerations (completely ignoring the "voice"-related issues explored by Albert Hirschman); School choice and competition among schools do not mean just creating ii.
conditions for "better quality" in education. There are good reasons to believe that they change the very nature of education.
Although discussions on school choice have become more and more sophisticated over time, Friedman's seminal views are, in their purity and simplicity, illuminating in that they clearly exhibit the issues at stake. I will therefore start these reflections by presenting his ideas.
FRIEDMAN'S VIEWS ON THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT IN EDUCATION
Friedman was a major representative of the neoliberal thought collective and undoubtedly one of its most notable figures in the educational field. 4 Alone or with his wife, Rose Friedman, he wrote extensively (and consistently) on the subject, starting with "The Role of Government in Education" (Friedman, 1955) , the article in which the school vouchers' proposal appears for the first time. 5 Capitalism and Freedom, originally published in 1962 (Friedman, 1982 (Friedman, [1962 ), and Free to Choose (with Rose Friedman, 1980) are two other widely acknowledged milestones in Friedman's endeavour to change people's minds, 6 but mention should also be made of other relevant articles and of interviews given over time. Friedman's assumed task in those earlier seminal texts (Friedman, 1955 (Friedman, and 1982 (Friedman, [1962 ) was to re-examine (and assess) the reasons for government intervention. In his view such an intervention in education, as in many other different areas, should not be taken for granted.
The starting point was the assumption of a "free private enterprise exchange economy", a society where the freedom of the individual (or the family) is the ultimate objective, to be pursued "by relying primarily on voluntary exchange among individuals for the organization of economic activity". Apart from situations of natural monopolies, externalities -he called them "neighborhood effects" -or "paternalistic concern for children and other irresponsible individuals", which may justify government's intervention, the primary role of the 4 Hayek also devoted a chapter of his The Constitution of Liberty (Hayek, 2011 (Hayek, [1960 , pp. 498-516) to the discussion of freedom in the context of education and research. Yet, although a rather more philosophical scholar than Friedman, we find there nothing significantly new and different from what the latter had written in his seminal article on the role of government in education, dated 1955.
5 That first reflection on education and those on topics as varied as money control, fiscal policy, international trade and finance, discrimination, monopolies, distribution of income, poverty, etc., were eventually put together in Capitalism and Freedom seven years later (chapter VI of this book, "The Role of Government in Education", is a slightly revised version of the original 1955 article). 6 Friedman's initial incursion into the educational field was first driven by an interest in "the relation between economic freedom and political freedom" and in "the role of government in a free society" (the titles of the two first chapters of Capitalism and Freedom) -or, to put it in other words, what he called "the philosophy of a free society". Education, as he recollected in "A Personal Retrospective" many years later (Friedman, 2006) , was just the area he happened to write about early in his career, not a special interest. He did not have then, as he recalled, any particular dissatisfaction with what was going on in the field. 7 Many of these are available through the website of the Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice (http://www.edchoice.org/), an institution established in 1996 to expand Friedmans' ideas and "to promote universal school choice as the most effective and equitable way to improve the quality of K-12 education in America". The creation of this Foundation and its activities illustrate well how strong Friedman's commitment to changing education became over time.
government should be restricted "to preserv[ing] the rules of the game by enforcing contracts, preventing coercion, and keeping markets free."
Based on these assumptions, education was then analysed by distinguishing concerns on general education ("General Education for Citizenship") from those on specialized vocational training ("Vocational or Professional Education"). It was assumed that the former was basically intended to provide (i) a minimum degree of literacy and knowledge to most individuals and (ii) a common set of values -the requirements of a "stable and democratic society". These two objectives of education (and the assumptions seen above) would justify a compulsory minimum required level of education. They would also justify the financing of education by the government but, against the usual practice and wisdom, not the public-run school system then in place. Financing of education and the administration of educational institutions could and should be separated.
Differences among families in resources and in number of children and the high costs involved in complying with the minimum required level of education would make the imposition of these costs directly to parents "hardly feasible" and could then vindicate financing of education by the government. Yet, the "nationalization" of the bulk of the "education industry" was a different matter. It was "more difficult to justify" it in the same terms or on any other grounds. 8 Moreover, Friedman claimed, the conflation of finance by the government and administration of schools placed non-public schools at a disadvantage, as parents had to pay twice if they chose to put their children in these schools.
His revolutionary proposal was that governments continue to require a minimum level of education, but that this would be funded by giving parents vouchers for tuition in the schools of their choice -public, for profit or not for profit private institutions -as long as these schools met the required minimum standards. Parents would be free to use these vouchers and any additional sum to buy the educational services they wished from an "approved" institution. Low-and middle-income parents would thus also have the possibility of choosing among a variety of schools for their children other than their neighbourhood school -so equity would be improved -and competition among schools would as a consequence lead to a more efficient response to parents' demands. The government would 8 In the 1955 paper Friedman writes: "the imposition of a minimum required level of education and the financing of education by the state can be justified by the 'neighborhood effects' of education. It is more difficult to justify in these terms a third step that has generally been taken, namely, the actual administration of educational institutions by the government, the 'nationalization', as it were, of the bulk of the 'education industry'". In Capitalism and Freedom the last part of the quotation becomes: "…the 'nationalization' … of the bulk of the 'education industry' is much more difficult to justify on these, or, so far as I can see, any other grounds" (Friedman, 1982 (Friedman, [1962 , p. 89, emphasis added).
continue to assure that minimum standards of schools were upheld -as it does regarding restaurants' minimum sanitary standards -but it would not need to provide schooling itself.
The possibility of selling existing premises and equipment to private entities interested in entering the field was admitted.
In a later article, "Selling School like Groceries: The Voucher Idea", published in the New York Times Magazine in 1975, Friedman drew a parallel between the institutional arrangements adopted in the provision of education and groceries claiming that the problems of education were mainly a result of its publicly-based provision. It was true, Friedman admitted, that education and groceries were very different. But the analogy, he thought, was enlightening.
Schooling is not groceries. Yet the many and important differences do not invalidate the comparison. The delivery of mails is not the same as the delivery of schooling, yet both are inefficient and technologically backward for the same reason: They are conducted mostly by government agencies enjoying an effective monopoly. The delivery of groceries is not the same as the production of hi-fi equipment. Yet both are highly efficient and technologically progressive for the same reason: They are conducted mostly by private enterprises operating in a competitive market. (Friedman, 1975) This article is in many ways one of the most revealing pieces regarding Friedman's beliefs and aims. Education was a commodity like any other economic good or service transacted in the market and should be treated the same way. If efficiency and quality in education, as measured by its performance and outcomes, are to be promoted, parents' choice (on the consumer side) and competition among schools (on the supply side) should be stimulated.
The basic presuppositions are, of course, that (i) a wider range of choice among a variety of schools available to parents is desirable; and (ii) that a competitive private school system is far more efficient in meeting parents' demands and improving quality.
There are, of course, many issues involved here -some of which dealt with by Friedman himself -such as the choice between a universal voucher system (the one preferred by Friedman) and a targeted system, the problem of segregation/exacerbation of social differences in schooling or the fact that schools are in many places a natural monopoly. There is also the distinction to be made among elementary/secondary education, training and higher education. I will not go into a discussion of all these details here and in what follows I will mostly have elementary/secondary education in mind.
The important message to retain from Friedman's writings is that, at root, the idea of school choice is closely associated with the presumption (already noted regarding the "basic" economic model of educational policy) that there is a commonly agreed set of educational goals (generally and simplistically designated by quality in education) and that, as schooling is like groceries or restaurants, that is, a commodity, parents' freedom to choose the school of their preference and competition among schools should be stimulated -markets should be allowed (or induced) to work in order to attain better quality in education.
THE ISSUES AT STAKE
There are two major problems here, which deserve close analysis. One is about how "freedom of choice" is conceived. The other has to do with the nature of education and of what a good education is -the meaning of "better quality" in education. Both have relevant implications for the discussion of the public-private borderline in education.
Choice of what?
Friedman's works do not exhibit particular erudition in philosophical matters and his incursions into the freedom issue are no exception. His main focus was economic freedomthe vital precondition, he believed, for political freedom. For him the concept meant, basically, liberty from coercion, the capacity of the individual to preserve a private sphere of immunity from interference by others, in particular the State, and to act according to one's own decisions and plans. In the economic sphere this translated into a defence of free choice, unconstrained business enterprise and the unrestricted working of the price mechanism -the so-called "competitive order" (Friedman, 1951) .
However, this is a very narrow understanding of what freedom really means. Freedom involves various aspects. Following Amartya Sen, at least two aspects must be considered: the "process aspect" and the "opportunity aspect". While the former has to do with the "autonomy of decision" and "immunity from encroachments" the latter denotes a concern with "substantive opportunities", the real opportunities of choice, i.e. the ability of individuals to be and do what they can and do value. Both, in Sen's view, should be taken into consideration and none is reducible to the other. As he claims, "there is little prospect of obtaining one real-valued index of freedom that will capture all the aspects adequately" (Sen, 1993, p. 522 ).
Friedman, as Hayek also does, restricts freedom to its procedural aspect. Freedom is for these two authors "negative freedom", freedom from coercion rather than freedom to achieve, a conception that "seek[s] to define, enlarge and ensure an area of individual autonomy that is generally enjoyed and freed from the unwanted encroachments of others -especially the state" (Smith, 1998, p. 86) . Neoliberals tend to be very reluctant regarding the idea of freedom as opportunity or "positive freedom" (cf. Hayek, 2011 Hayek, [1960 , pp. 65-69).
For Friedman, freedom of choice in education is nothing other than the possibility of parents choosing the school they prefer for their children. It is assumed that school choice, coupled with competition among schools, will assure a better quality of education. Yet it is doubtful that school choice in and of itself might lead to an improvement in the quality of education. Two lines of reasoning can be put forward in this regard.
First, as Sen has taught us, procedural considerations, although important, are just one aspect of the issue (the "process aspect" of freedom). The set of opportunities available and how they are valued (the substance of freedom) are also relevant.
The evaluation of the freedom I enjoy from a certain menu of achievements must depend to a crucial extent on how I value the elements included in that menu. The "size" of a set, or the "extent" of freedom enjoyed by a person, cannot, except in very special cases, be judged without reference to the person's values and preferences. (Sen, 1993, p. 528) It is not enough to have more options available. In order to have an effective expansion of opportunity-freedom the opportunity of getting a better alternative must exist. And this, obviously, raises the issue of determining the terms on which the set of available achievements is to be assessed. Do school choice and competition expand or contract human capabilities to achieve a better life? Is the quality of education, for instance, to be assessed in terms of how successful schools are in testing procedures such as the OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)?
Second, choosing a different school -the "exit" possibility -, as Hirschman (1970) rightly claims, may have counterproductive implications. It is very likely that the parents most predisposed to withdraw their children from their previous schools and to choose a new one -a possibility enhanced by Friedman's vouchers proposal -are precisely those most prone to look for high standards of quality and the better-informed ones, that is, those most susceptible to exercise "voice" in order to obtain better education. Choice and competition among schools, against Friedman's (and neoliberals') claim, would thus contribute to deteriorating the quality of education in the public school system. The policy recommendation, Hirschman (1981, p. 235) concludes, goes against making exit too easy or cheap.
In Hirschman's view (1986, p. 88 ) the following conditions are required for a voucher scheme being considered as appropriate:
i.
Widespread differences in taste that are recognised as legitimate;
ii. People well-informed about the quality of the goods and services they want and ease in comparing and evaluating them;
iii. Purchases relatively small in relation to income and recurrent, thus allowing learning from experience;
iv. Many competing suppliers.
There is no need for great elaboration to show that education is far from fulfilling any of these conditions 9 . Choice -as "exit", as neoliberals understand it -seems to play against the exercise of "voice" 10 . Yet, as Hirschman (idem, p. 89) claims, more "voice", not less, is required if quality in the overall education system is to be pursued.
The focal policy issue should then move from "choice" and "competition among schools" to how to expand the available opportunities for a good life for each and every individual and to enable and promote "voice" and participation in the school system.
Is education really a commodity?
Friedman's argument largely relies on the assumption that education (or schooling as he prefers to say) is a commodity and that as such the best way to improve quality in education is by allowing or inducing markets to work. But is that so? What does "higher quality" in education really mean?
Current trends in the economy (linked to the so-called knowledge-economy) and the policy changes introduced in educational systems in order to strengthen choice and competition (with a consequent overemphasis on testing and accountability) have been changing the nature of the education provided in our schools. The marketisation process in education -its transformation into a business for profit -is leading to an effective commodification of education.
9 Against what happens, for instance, in the case of the distribution of food stamps to poor people in the USA. It is significant in this respect that Friedman makes a parallel between education and groceries, a parallel which, as now becomes manifest, ignores the particular features of the two goods. 10 Although it is true that the possibility of exit also contributes to enabling voice without fear of reprisals.
Is this process of marketisation being successful? An answer to this question actually entails asking further (and far from uncontroversial) questions:
• What is a well-educated person?
• What knowledge, experiences and capabilities are of greatest worth?
• What are the purposes of education and what priority is given to the individual and social aims of education?
Of course, if education is to be narrowly conceived as an instrument at the service of economic growth, mainly directed to training "human capital" for businesses, to provide students with work-oriented skills, competences and learning, to enable them to be successful in standardised tests and to adapt competitively to life-long continuous change -thus itself becoming a marketable product -answers will be much different from those we will get if, with Gutmann (2003) , we define a good education as one which teaches children "to understand their rights and responsibilities as citizens, to think for themselves, to develop skills and virtues that enable them to live a good life of their own choosing and reciprocally contribute to society" (p. 499) and schools will "ensure that all children -regardless of their socioeconomic status, gender, race, ethnicity, or religion -receive an education that prepares them to exercise their rights and fulfil responsibilities as citizens" (pp. 501-502).
Assessing the results of education is in effect dependent on the goals society adopts.
The purposes of education are multiple; they involve a public and a private dimension. Thus, it is not difficult to understand why so much debate and controversy surrounds education.
The idea that schools are businesses competing among themselves for students "as businesses vie for customers, advertising their wares and marketing their services" (Ravitch, 2010, p. 338-9) is not neutral. "Schools as businesses" and the introduction of competition among schools change the nature of education itself. The public dimension of education ("education for democracy", as Martha Nussbaum, 2010, calls it) is de-emphasised; education is turned into a business for profit, a venture that, if successful, would indeed produce technically trained people, but no more than "useful profit-makers with obtuse imaginations" (Nussbaum, 2010, p. 142) , "useful machines, rather than complete citizens who can think for themselves, criticize tradition, and understand the significance of another person's sufferings and achievements" (ibid, p. 2).
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
"Freedom of choice" and an appeal to more competition among schools have, since Milton Friedman put them forward for the first time in 1955, become important ideas in the public and academic discourse on education. They have since become ever more sophisticated and complex, but remain highly controversial. Economists and other social scientists regret that debate on school choice has been overwhelmed by "ideological" considerations rather than by a methodologically sound empirical search for evidence.
In this paper an attempt has been made to provide a rationale for such a situation. A first conclusion from this brief account can be drawn: empirical evidence, relevant and valuable as it might be, will not settle the controversy on school choice. No definitive agreement based on evidence will be reached because no agreement is possible on what evidence counts. This is so because the dispute on choice and competition in education is in the end an issue of ethics and values. It is a political rather than a technical issue, grounded on fundamental differences about the purposes of education and the way the means chosen condition the goals that individuals and society are able to achieve. Choice and competition in education are not neutral means towards some given common set of educational goals (which in fact does not exist). They condition the possibilities open to individuals and society by education.
Thus, if economists and other social scientists want to have a more significant contribution to this debate they should somehow bring back ethical discussions to their analyses.
The aim of this paper was rather modest: to contribute to highlighting the issues at stake in school choice and in the widely used concepts of freedom of choice and competition. Two conclusions can be drawn from this exercise:
1. "Freedom of choice" is an expression that conceals more than it states. Friedman was clear that he was talking of freedom of parents to choose the schools they wish for their children. The assumption was that, coupled with the competition it generates, such choice results in better education. As we have seen, there are good reasons to be sceptical of this assumption. "Freedom of choice", as this expression is usually understood, is hardly compatible with a conception of education as the expansion of human capabilities.
